. reasonable the claim that the original text is located in the largest number of manuscripts-a claim that is sometimes supported by the astonishing statement made in some quarters that such a phenomenon is due to providential protection of Holy Writ. In many places the majority of manuscripts does indeed seem to preserve the original text, but that observation should not be a deciding factor when assessing variants. One should not be mesmerized by the sheer bulk of manuscript support for a reading. That the weight of manuscripts favors the Majority/ Byzantine Text type is only to be expected: the later manuscripts, not surprisingly, have survived in greater numbers than earlier manuscripts, and it is these numerous later manuscripts that generally have a text that conforms to the ecclesiastical text of the Byzantine church.
Just as the number of manuscripts is not a relevant argument for thoroughgoing eclectic criticism, neither is the age of a manuscript of particular signi cance. Unless one can be sure how many stages exist between any manuscript and the original, and unless one knows what changes were made at each copying, then age alone is no help in recovering the original words. And no one has such information. The geographical spread of a reading is no guide to the originality of one reading over another either. The cross-fertilization of the New Testament manuscript tradition makes it difcult to pinpoint the provenance of readings or the history of a manuscript's text. Apart from all this, the sheer element of chance involved in the survival of documents has meant that, despite the large numbers of manuscripts in existence today, our present documents represent only a partial picture; antiquity sometimes reported the existence of well-supported readings now unknown or scantily represented.
On a positive note, the thoroughgoing method of textual criticism assumes that the original reading has been preserved somewhere among the extant manuscripts and that conjectural emendations are unnecessary. Such an assumption obviously requires a careful analysis of all collations (NTTS 8; Leiden: Brill, 1968), 88-103; idem, New Testament Studies: Philological, Versional and Patristic (NTTS 10; Leiden: Brill, 1980), 199-210. 
